







The generation of original ideas to communicate in the L2 often appears to be a difficulty for 
learners who are attempting to engage in meaningful discussions. The design of the English 
Discussion Class (EDC) offers opportunities for learners to be exposed to ideas and use them in 
the discussion, but some learners still have not seized the opportunity to use ideas from the 
homework reading and pre-discussion activities in the general discussions. This article describes 
an activity based upon the principle of learner autonomy that uses the psychoanalytical 
technique of word association, in conjunction with the maxim of learner involvement and 
principle of schema activation, to attempt to stimulate learners’ ideas relevant to the discussion 
topics and related to the learners’ own life experiences. 
 
LITERATURE REVIEW 
The central teaching principle which will be the focus of my activity is Learner Autonomy. 
According to Brown (2007) the Principle of Autonomy is described as follows: “Successful 
mastery of a foreign language will depend to a great extent on learners’ autonomous ability both 
to take initiative in the classroom and to continue their journey to success beyond the classroom 
and the teacher” (pp. 70-71). This is the central principle due to the fact that the design of the 
English Discussion Class (EDC) requires students to generate content on their own in order to 
communicate ideas about a specific topic in the discussions. In my view this necessitates a 
degree of learner autonomy and so my activity intends to use this principle as a foundation. 
Additionally, Brown (2007) said that learner autonomy includes a capability for the learner to 
control one’s own learning and this is the theory behind shifting the focus from a teacher-led 
methodology to a procedure that puts more of an onus on the learners to be creative and 
productive in the target language. 
Scholars have attempted to identify what learner autonomy actually is when considered in 
the educational domain. Benson (as cited in Schmenk, 2005) has posited three versions of 
learner autonomy, namely technical, psychological, and political. For the purposes of my 
activity’s theoretical foundation, I have chosen to apply the psychological version which Benson 
(as cited in Brown, 2007) defined thusly, “…a capacity—a construct of attitudes and 
abilities—which allows learners to take more responsibility for their own learning” (p. 70). 
Therefore, this “capacity” that learners have to use their world knowledge in conjunction with 
their limited English speaking ability will coordinate their attitude or outlook on concepts and 
thereby generate output appropriate to the topic they will discuss. 
Furthermore, I thought it necessary to locate literature on applications of this principle 
and its reported success or failure. One such method based on this principle is self-directed 
language learning (SDLL). Wenden (2002) observed that “Early proponents of SDLL were 
explicit that learner autonomy, generally defined as the ability to take charge of one’s learning, 
was their basic educational goal, with self-directed learning being seen as the realization of a 
learner’s potential for autonomy…” (p. 36). Essentially, SDLL requires that learners, among 
other things, plan their learning which is believed to promote learner autonomy (Wenden, 2002). 
However, even though I am not using SDLL as a method to realize learner’s autonomy, I am 
using the concept in a way that can make the learner more responsible for generating ideas or 
content to develop further in the discussion preparations. In this manner, I think that I am 
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employing the principle of learner autonomy by requiring students to do their due diligence in 
bringing their own imagination and points of view to the discussions. 
Learner autonomy has also been researched in formal studies in order to identify the 
factors which contribute to fostering learner autonomy in the classroom setting. In a study by 
Balçikanli (2008) the role of the teacher was observed to be fundamental in promoting learner 
autonomy among the students. Balçikanli stated, “In order for self-access language learning to 
be successful, teachers must prepare their students to accept more responsibility for their 
learning than they may be accustomed to” (p. 281). He suggests that this is partly done if 
teachers “become aware of their own and their learners’ beliefs and attitudes” (Balçikanli, 2008, 
p. 281) (about language learning). Creating an atmosphere for learner autonomy to be expressed 
as well as being attentive to learners’ needs and interests were further provisions suggested by 
the study. Balçikanli asserted that this must be done in conjunction with activities that help the 
learners display more autonomy. Opportunities for implementing these recommendations are 
present in the current design of the EDC and this activity will present a way for students to 
actualize the autonomy of learning within the context of a communicative language teaching 
method and student-centered approach. 
Supplementary support for the modified role of the teacher in relation to effectuating 
learner autonomy comes from Sheerin (1997, cited in Benson & Voller, 1997:63, quoted in 
Thanasoulas, 2000) who said “teachers—have a crucial role to play in launching learners into 
self-access…” (p. 4). Thanasoulas further warned that learner autonomy is not “teacherless 
learning” (p. 4). In addition to a redefined role of the teacher, other circumstances are required 
for the promotion and implementation of learner autonomy activities in the language learning 
context. Thanasoulas additionally stated that “cognitive and metacognitive strategies on the part 
of the learner, motivation, attitudes, and knowledge about language learning” (p. 4) are 
conditions under which it can be achieved. Considering the multiplicity of factors which are 
relevant to a successful program of learner autonomy, I have augmented my central principle 
with subsidiary principles to address these other prevailing conditions in the successful 
execution of activities to generate more learner autonomy in EDC. 
The first subsidiary principle is the “maxim of involvement” (Richards, 1996, p. 287). It 
is a principle that is perfectly situated to be a corollary to learner autonomy because it essentially 
prescribes teachers to “follow the learner’s interest to maintain student involvement” (p. 287). 
This adjunct principle partially fulfills the recommendation by Balçikanli for teachers to become 
aware of the learners needs and interests to maximize learner autonomy in the classroom 
environment. This principle also gives teachers the flexibility to create activities and materials 
that are based on the stated interests of learners. Materials and activities can also be based on the 
success of other materials and content used in teaching, or based on an event which occurs in the 
lesson that provides a choice to the teacher to pursue a more interesting direction within the aims 
of the lesson. Richards (1996) quoted Woods (1996) when he describes how one teacher in a 
case study reported his belief about the value of this principle as follows: ”the primary belief 
which influenced his approach to the course centered on the importance of student involvement 
in the content of the course and the notion of student responsibility” (p. 287). I completely 
concur with this position and although personally I seldom deviate from my lesson plans, it is an 
option that I regularly preserve due to the benefit of maintaining learners’ interest and trying to 
do so by continuously infusing and presenting representations of ideas and subjects that they 
value in their everyday lives. 
Interest is inherently conjoined to general motivation to learn a subject. Studies of learner 
motivation and motivational strategies abound. However, for the purpose of this project, I have 
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looked at a few conceptualizations of interest with the purpose of stimulating more involvement 
from learners to be active in their learning. Dörnyei (2001) offered numerous ways to create 
interest in learners. He recommends to “arouse the students’ curiosity and attention” (Dörnyei, 
2001, p. 53). Additionally, he advises to “connect L2 learning to activities that students already 
find interesting…” (Dörnyei, 2001, p. 53). Furthermore, because of the ease of participation, 
certain tasks often have better involvement and afterwards can be built upon for more complex 
language production. Hence, using this maxim of involvement in a manner which follows 
learners’ interests should soundly complete the multilateral confluence of principles I have 
collected for this classroom activity. 
In relation to this, I have chosen a third principle which is also subsidiary to learner 
autonomy and serves as the final constituent in this tripartite approach, namely, schema 
activation. Brown (2007) described schema as having two categories, content and formal 
schemata. He said, “Content schemata include what we know about people, the world, culture, 
and the universe, while formal schemata consist of our knowledge about language and discourse 
structure.” (Brown, 2007, p. 259) Basically, schemata is the knowledge of the world the learner 
brings to the language learning setting and schema activation is the employment of this 
knowledge for use in language production in the language learning classroom. The theory 
supporting the activation of schema is that it is then a short distance from recalling a familiar 
concept, idea, or fact in the learner’s mind to the learner using the target language to 
communicate information they have about their pre-existing knowledge. 
Schema activation has repeatedly been shown to be essential in promoting reading 
comprehension (Grabe, 2004; Chen and Graves, 1995, as quoted in Grabe, 2004). Information of 
a culturally relevant nature, or information which has some applicability to the general 
knowledge in a course of study, professional discipline, or practical and/or vocational knowledge, 
especially enhances the likelihood of readers to apprehend a particular text. It has been 
demonstrated that text previewing significantly increases comprehension, and what is more, 
activation of specific information relevant to the text has a direct effect on reading 
comprehension ability (Chen and Graves, 1995 as cited in Grabe, 2004, p. 50). Although these 
findings more directly describe some salient components of reading comprehension, reading is 
still an essential component of the design of our EDC classes. So I think applying this provision 
to activate schemata through the activity to be described below, would be beneficial in 
increasing comprehension of the topic; thereby improving the fecundity of ideas that can be 
generated in the discussion. This should be especially true since the schemata are specifically 
focused on information related to the homework reading and pre-discussion tasks. Schema 
activation stimulates the responsibility required of learners’ initiated by the teacher’s awareness 
of learners’ beliefs and attitudes which Balçikanli (2008) suggested is vital for increasing learner 
autonomy. This should facilitate a better attempt at developing fluent speech or at the very least 
generating content about a particular subject or topic. 
Consequently, the principles that I will be using to create this activity will be founded on 
somewhat disparate principles that will be interrelated to facilitate the achievement of 
completing an activity which requires the utilization of multi-dimensional cognitive factors such 
as interest, schemata, and most importantly, the ability to work autonomously. 
 
TASKS AND MATERIALS 
Minimal materials are needed for this activity, but some preparation is required. The textbook is 
significant to the creation of the materials because it serves as the reservoir of schemata which 
will be drawn upon for successful completion of the activity. Words will be selected from the 
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homework article which students must read to pass a weekly quiz about the discussion topics. 
Moreover, related lexical items can be chosen based on the discussion preparation textbook 
activities. Words are selected for pairs of learners so each student in the pair has a small index 
card with four words. (See Appendix A, B, & C) Next to each word on the index card is a blank 
line and the cards are designated for either “Student A” or “Student B”. 
In addition to these specific materials for the activity, materials should be developed for 
the discussion preparation activity. I commonly use an activity design called “conversation 
stations”. The stations are taken from the preparation activity in the textbook in which four 
opinions about a topic are listed in the textbook and students must make a dichotomous choice to 
“agree” or “disagree”. This is the situation in which I will choose related words from the 
preparation activity itself. If the preparation activity is a ranking exercise or in a table format 
directing the students to make a dichotomous or trichotomous selection, I will select words from 
the homework reading material which are generally related to the overall topic to be discussed in 
groups after the preparation stage. 
 
PROCEDURE 
Essentially, I will be using a therapeutic activity from the field of psychology called word 
association. Word association operates on the method of eliciting the first word or phrase that 
comes to mind upon hearing a particular familiar word. The purpose of this activity is for 
learners to generate ideas that they can then discuss with a partner during the discussion 
preparation. 
Each student will have a small paper with four numbered words or phrases from the 
reading and/or the preparation activity itself. Students in pairs will play word association and 
each student in the pair will have different words or phrases on their paper. One student utters a 
phrase and writes down his or her partner’s reply. Students then switch roles and repeat the 
process. Students have one minute each to complete the word association activity totaling two 
minutes for the activity. Each word or phrase in the word association activity will correspond to 
an idea in the discussion preparation activity. Students will then exchange papers so each student 
has the ideas they generated. I will then pair students with a new partner so they can discuss their 
ideas anew. The second pairs will rotate to different conversation stations at which are posted the 
statement or opinion from the discussion preparation activity in the textbook. Each station 
prompt corresponds to a number on the index card next to the word. Pairs use the card as a 
reference to generate an idea in relation to the prompt which is affixed to the wall. Using their 
word or phrase, they can then communicate an idea about the statement and from there; the 
partner can ask follow-up questions to discuss more details about the topic. This allows students 
to start immediately in their discussion preparation without having to dedicate more time to 
thinking of something relevant to say at the conversation station as allotted time for discussion 
expires while they think.  
The concept behind using word association is to provide learners with an idea that they 
can use to initiate a discussion concerning the topics in the discussion preparation stage. Ideally, 
learners will then be able to utilize their discussion and communication skills to ask follow-up 
questions or other function phrase questions (i.e. reasons, examples, advantages, disadvantages, 
experiences, etc.) to continue the discussion preparation further. By these means, learners should 
have a fuller and richer exchange of ideas that can later be used in the formal discussions. 
 
VARIATIONS 
Although this activity is focused on augmentation of the discussion preparation activity, if 
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bolstering student content generation in the discussion preparation activity is not an instructor’s 
goal, the activity could still be used to instill the principle of learner autonomy in the lessons. 
Instructors can use a variation this activity in the function practice stage to practice the usage of 
various function phrases. Learners can perform the word association routine as described above 
or think of related words on their own and record them on the index cards. The learners can then 
use the ideas, words, or phrases they wrote to do form-focused practice as a listener or speaker 
with a partner using the target functions. For instance, if the prompt is “restaurant” and the 
learner wrote “delicious food”, then during the function practice session using the “reasons” 
function, after a learner gives an opinion, the listening partner could ask for a reason and the 





In this variation, leaners are still responsible for their autonomous generation of content, 
however, when they practice the function, they can use more of their cognitive faculty to 
specifically practice the functions. This reduces the difficulty of thinking of a reason to say and 
lessens interference with using the functions. Preferably, this would promote fluency and 
accuracy rather than a disfluent search for an idea to connect to the prepared function phrases. 
 
DISCUSSION 
The initial effect of the activity was overwhelmingly positive. All of the classes appeared to 
enjoy the activity and had a lot of fun engaging with a partner to think of new words and phrases 
to associate with the prompt word. Only two learners out of the six classes in which I trialed the 
activity did not finish associating a word to the four prompts before the minute expired, but 
overall the time limit was adequate to smoothly complete the word association game. Regarding 
the effect it had on student performance, it was limited even though during the discussion 
preparation stage leaners did seem to need less time to think of ideas. Some learners did not refer 
to the index card at all as they rotated around the room to different conversation stations.  
In the discussion that followed the preparation activity, some leaners did use words they 
had written on the cards. This was gleaned from samples of speech data recorded by hand during 
the discussions themselves. For example, on some of the students cards were written the 
following words: [Online chat  Twitter]; [Fashion  Expensive]; [Movies  TV] These 
words were used in the discussion that followed but “Twitter” and “Expensive” were also part of 
the statements themselves used in the discussion preparation. So it is unknown at this time 
whether the learners applied their ideas to discussion based on the activity, or if these words 
were used by happenstance in the context of the discussion questions. 
 
CONCLUSION 
In future, if one is inclined to assess the effectiveness of this activity, formal data collection 
could be proficiently achieved in one or more of the following ways. An instructor or researcher 
could count the frequency of words used which were generated by the word association itself. 
One could further evaluate utterances which contained the new words versus the prompts or 
related words in the textbook activity to discover whether this activity is indeed contributing to 
ideas being generated and used based upon the learners’ autonomous acts and the schemata that 
have been activated. An evaluation could also be made concerning the words generated in the 
activity and their use in the discussion preparation versus their use in the discussion to determine 
S) I think going to restaurants is great. 
L) Can you tell me why? 
S) One reason is restaurants have delicious food. 
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if there is an increase, decrease and/or to measure the quality of utterances based on prearranged 
criteria such as the length of the speaking turn and the amount of details described in the 
expressed idea. To analyze these data, recordings of the discussions could help identify the 
frequency of usage of the generated ideas, words, and phrases from the activity to ascertain 
whether these are carried over into the discussion with any consistency. Additionally, a 
controlled experiment could be designed to measure the amount of time elapsed before learners 
speak about the topic. This could investigate whether learners respond quicker once the time 
period is started using the ideas from the activity as opposed to a control group. 
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Topic: Environment 2. Discussion Preparation 2 spring 2014 textbook 
Student A 
1. Separate garbage  ___________ 
2. Bicycle            ___________ 
3. Cigarettes         ___________ 
4. Electric cars       ___________ 
Student B 
1. Recycle        ___________ 
2. Crowded trains  ___________ 
3. Volunteer       ___________ 
4. Parks & forests  ___________ 
 
 
APPENDIX B  
Topic: Fashion 1. Discussion Preparation 1 spring 2014 textbook 
Student A 
1. Comfortable       ___________ 
2. Fashion           ___________ 
3. Japanese Rock    ___________ 
4. Expensive        ___________ 
Student B 
1. Relax          ___________ 
2. Fashion model  ___________ 
3. J-Pop          ___________ 




Topic: Media 1. Discussion Preparation 2 spring 2014 textbook 
Student A 
1. Email to friends    ___________ 
2. Cram school       ___________ 
3. Library            ___________ 
4. Movies            ___________ 
Student B 
1. Online chat        ___________ 
2. High school        ___________ 
3. Books             ___________ 
4. Music videos      ___________ 
 
